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Abstract 
This paper establishes the important role of early childhood teachers in child abuse 
and neglect and argues for empirical research into their practice of detecting, and 
reporting, known or suspected child abuse and neglect in a State with new and unique 
reporting obligations for teachers. It emphasises the practical value of such research 
for the early childhood profession and ultimately, for the children in their care. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Early childhood teachers occupy positions of particular trust with children, families 
and communities. Their work in child abuse and neglect has far-reaching influence, as 
their policy and practice arena spans diverse early childhood settings such as 
community and private long day care services, kindergartens, and the early years of 
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school. Moreover, early childhood teachers have a strong background in child 
development, they are trained to be keen observers and recorders of young children’s 
play and learning, and their practice includes a focus on individual needs and 
interests. This equips them well for the many dimensions to their role in child 
protection which includes developing a knowledge-base about child abuse and 
neglect, making child protection notifications, responding specifically to the needs of 
child victims in their classrooms, teaching all children self-protection strategies, and 
supporting children and families by working with other agencies (David, 1993, 1994; 
Farrell, 2001, 2004; Watts, 1997). 
     In this paper we are particularly concerned with that part of the teachers’ role that 
involves making a child protection notification. In Australia, child protection 
notifications are reports made to statutory authorities, alleging child abuse or neglect 
based on reasonable suspicion (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW), 
2004). Making a child protection notification is the culmination of a process whereby 
a teacher must first detect abuse or neglect, and then decide to report it. Ideally, the 
aims of notifying child protection services are to identify suspected child victims, to 
intervene to stop abuse or neglect and to prevent it from reoccurring, to obtain support 
for children and non-offending family members, and to bring perpetrators of abuse to 
justice. Notifying is, therefore, considered a “critical antecedent” (Warner & Hansen, 
1994, p.11) to addressing the harm and injustices caused by child abuse and neglect 
even though, in itself, it is not a solution to the problem. As a prevention strategy, 
notifying child protection authorities of suspicions of child neglect and abuse must be 
situated within much broader and comprehensive community responses to the care 
and protection of children. 
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Reporting obligations: A contested terrain 
 
Given the serious consequences of child abuse and the special role of teachers, there is 
a legal obligation, in many parts of the Western world, for them to report known or 
suspected child abuse and neglect to statutory authorities (Briggs & Hawkins, 1997; 
Matthews & Walsh, 2004). Where legal obligations exist, nominated professionals are 
usually required to make notifications of child abuse or neglect as soon as possible 
after they have gained knowledge of or formed a suspicion based on good faith and 
reasonable grounds. This is known as mandatory reporting. In jurisdictions with 
mandatory reporting provisions, reporters are usually protected from legal liability in 
the event of false reports made in good faith, and penalties apply for failure to report. 
     The case for and against mandatory reporting has been argued vigorously, both in 
Australia (Harries & Clare, 2002; Tomison, 2002) and overseas (Faller, 1985; 
Kalichman, 1993) for over three decades. Although debating the benefits and pitfalls of 
mandatory reporting is not the focus of this paper, it is important to capture the issues. 
Arguments in favour of mandatory reporting stress that it can: prevent child deaths, 
facilitate early intervention, provide strong messages about children’s rights, increase 
reporting of children at risk, educate the community about appropriate ways to treat 
children, provides professionals with a means by which they can intervene while still 
maintaining their professional integrity, and provides reporters with a safety net if the 
report is not substantiated (Harries & Clare, 2002). Arguments against mandatory 
reporting highlight that it can: do more harm than good, intrude on family privacy, 
overload the child protection system with inaccurate reports, work against the 
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development of trust in communities, inhibit self-disclosures by perpetrators, and 
discriminate against vulnerable populations (Harries & Clare, 2002). 
 
 
A new context: Reporting obligations for Queensland teachers 
 
Legal obligations for teachers to report child abuse and neglect apply in all Australian 
States and Territories except for Western Australia. In Queensland, medical 
practitioners are the only professional group legally required to report all types of 
abuse under an amendment of the Health Act 1937 (Qld)1. Queensland teachers, have 
new reporting obligations with distinct restrictions. Following the Report of the Board 
of Inquiry into Past Handling of Complaints of Sexual Abuse in the Anglican Church 
Diocese of Brisbane (O’Callaghan & Briggs, 2003), changes to the Education 
(General Provisions) Act 1989 (Qld) were introduced in April 2004 compelling 
Queensland teachers and other school staff to report child sexual abuse perpetrated by 
school staff. This legislative change does not include a legal obligation to report all 
other types of abuse or neglect. Instead, in education policy, teachers are directed to 
report all forms of abuse and neglect to statutory authorities via their principal 
(Education Queensland, 2004). 
     There is a logical relationship between legal obligations to report and reporting 
rates for teachers. The most common sources of child protection notifications in many 
States and Territories of Australia are school personnel. In 2002-2003, reporting rates 
for teachers were generally higher in jurisdictions with mandatory reporting 
requirements. School personnel accounted for 20% of reports in Tasmania, 18% of 
reports in South Australia, and 17% of reports in New South Wales and Victoria, 14% 
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of reports in Western Australia, 13% of reports in Queensland, 11% of reports in the 
Australian Capital Territory and 10 % of reports in the Northern Territory (AIHW, 
2004). In Queensland in 2002-2003, teachers were not legally obliged to report any 
type of abuse, but as stated above, they were required by policy directive to inform 
their principal of their suspicions. 
     The law is, therefore, not the only factor compelling Queensland teachers to make 
13% of the 31 068 notifications to child protection authorities in Queensland in 2002-
2003 (AIHW, 2004). Legislative change has provided an interesting new context for 
Queensland teachers but to what extent will it influence teachers’ detecting and 
reporting practices, especially in the early years of school? Given that making child 
protection notifications is the culmination of a process whereby teachers must first 
detect abuse or neglect, and then decide to report it, what are the factors with the 
potential to influence teachers in each of these phases of the decision-making process? 
If we better understand these factors, we may be better able to advocate for legislative 
refinement, recommend specific components for teacher professional development, 
and propose practical school- and centre-based supports for teachers. 
 
 
Making a child protection notification: Influences on teachers detecting and 
reporting 
 
Internationally, researchers have examined variables influencing professionals 
detecting and reporting practices and propose variables of three types: characteristics 
of the abusive event and the individuals involved; individual and professional 
characteristics of the observer; and organisational characteristics that create contexts 
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for handling cases of abuse and neglect (O’Toole, Webster, O’Toole & Lucal, 1999; 
Warner-Rogers, Hansen & Speith, 1996). We will refer to these three groups of 
variables as case characteristics, teacher characteristics and school characteristics. 
Below, we use research findings from research with teachers and other professionals 
to develop a picture of the established influences in each group. 
 
 
Case characteristics 
 
First, teachers are better at reporting particular kinds of abuse over other kinds. They 
are more likely to report cases of physical abuse than emotional abuse or neglect 
(Crenshaw, Crenshaw & Lichtenberg, 1995; Pelcovitz, 1980) and to consider physical 
abuse cases as more reportable (Kenny, 2001; Tite, 1993; Webberley 1985). This 
tendency has been attributed to teachers’ difficulty in recognising symptoms as 
evidence of abuse (Crenshaw et al., 1995) and the complexities involved in 
determining if abuse has occurred when the signs and symptoms of abuse are difficult 
to distinguish from other childhood and developmental difficulties (Hawkins & 
McCallum, 2001a). 
     Second, the seriousness of the abuse or neglect influences professionals’ responses, 
although professional groups respond differently. For welfare workers, repeated or 
ongoing instances of abuse are more likely to result in reporting, as are cases where 
harm to the child is perceived to be more severe, and cases where there are previous 
child protection notifications (Shapira & Benbenishty, 1993). For teachers, even those 
with legal obligations, there is a tendency to delay reporting until they feel they have 
sufficient evidence (Goldman & Padayachi, 2002; Hawkins & McCallum, 2001a, 
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2001b; Tite, 1993). Similarly, teachers sometimes do not report because of their 
perceptions that the abuse or neglect is not serious enough to report (O’Toole et al., 
1999). 
     Child characteristics are a third set of influences on reporting patterns. In all States 
and Territories of Australia, boys are more frequently the subject of substantiated 2 
physical abuse, and girls are more often the subject of substantiated sexual abuse 
(AIHW, 2004, pp.17-18) yet in studies of teachers, the gender of the child victim has 
no effect on reporting tendency (Crenshaw et al., 1995). Younger children (0-9 years) 
and children from Indigenous backgrounds are more likely to be the subject of 
substantiated abuse or neglect of any type (AIHW, 2004, p.19-20). In an Australian 
study of the general community, Manning and Cheers (1995) found a higher tolerance 
for physical neglect when it could be explained by family poverty (Manning & 
Cheers, 1995). Overseas studies have revealed that children from equity groups, 
particularly lower socioeconomic groups are more likely to be reported (Hampton & 
Newberger, 1985; Zellman, 1992), yet others have found that professional responses 
are not influenced by race or socio-economic status (O’Toole et al., 1999). 
     Fourth, family factors may sway a professional’s decision to report. These include: 
whether the parents were wilfully harming the child; whether the parents viewed the 
child as inherently good; whether the parents were law-abiding citizens; and whether 
the parents displayed a positive attitude in their relationship with the professional 
worker (Alter, 1985). Similarly, when deciding whether to report, teachers take into 
consideration the quality of their relationship with the child and the child’s family, 
and their knowledge of relationships within the family (Zellman & Bell, 1990). 
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Teacher characteristics 
 
First, teacher gender, parental status, years of experience, and teaching context may 
predict whether teachers will report. In US studies, male teachers are less tolerant of 
abuse and neglect and will recognise and report it more frequently (O’Toole et al., 
1999) and more consistently (Zellman & Bell, 1990). In contrast, other US studies 
have found that females, who comprise the majority of teachers in most jurisdictions, 
are more likely to report, and to assist others in making a report (Kenny, 2001). Status 
as a parent decreases the likelihood that teachers will detect or report child abuse 
(O’Toole et al., 1999). Experienced teachers are more likely to report, or to assist with 
a report (Kenny, 2001). Special education teachers are also more likely to report 
(Kenny, 2001). Teachers who work with greater numbers of children can accurately 
detect abuse and neglect, but report it less (O’Toole et al., 1999). 
     Second, teachers’ knowledge about the indicators of child abuse and neglect and 
reporting procedures also influences their tendency to report. Much of the literature in 
both of these areas has consistently criticised teacher training as being inadequate to 
equip teachers with the knowledge necessary to report suspected child abuse and 
neglect (e.g. Baxter & Beer, 1990; Beck et al., 1994; Hazzard & Rupp, 1986; Wurtele 
& Schmidt, 1992). Teachers themselves often do not feel prepared to meet the 
challenges of detecting and reporting (Dodge Reyome & Gaeddert, 1998; Tite, 1994a, 
1994b). Also, in some jurisdictions, teachers are not as knowledgeable about reporting 
procedures as they need to be (Abrahams, Casey & Daro, 1992; Beck et al., 1994; 
Levin, 1983; Sundell, 1997). There is little research, however, linking the timing, 
frequency, nature or extent of training to teachers’ ability to make accurate and timely 
reports, although some studies have emphasised the positive impact of recent training 
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on confidence in identifying signs and symptoms of abuse and neglect (Baginsky, 
2003; Hawkins & McCallum, 2001a). 
     A third category of teacher-specific influences includes their concerns and fears 
about the negative consequences of their reporting. This may be the result of prior 
negative experiences with reporting (Smyth, 1996). Factors which may inhibit 
reporting include fear of legal consequences due to false allegations, fear of reprisals 
against the child, and parental disapproval and denial of reports (Abrahams et al., 
1992; O’Toole et al., 1999; Pollack & Levy, 1989; Smyth, 1996). Despite the fact that 
in most jurisdictions teachers are exempt from legal liability in cases of false 
allegations, fear of legal consequences remains a strong theme (see also Baxter & 
Beer, 1990; Wurtele & Schmitt, 1992). Professionals may even fear for their own 
personal safety in the aftermath of a report (Zellman, 1990; Zellman & Bell, 1990). 
Regardless of their status as mandatory reporters, teachers’ concerns and fears of the 
consequences of their reports may lead them to conclude that in some cases, informal 
school-based interventions rather than referral to statutory authorities have better 
outcomes for children (Kalichman, 1993; Tite, 1993; Zellman & Bell, 1990). 
     Fourth, regardless of training, teachers’ desire to fulfil mandatory reporting 
obligations and their belief that schools should be involved in child protection have 
strong positive influences on reporting tendency (Hawkins & McCallum, 2001b). 
 
 
School characteristics 
 
Schools, and the educational institutions of which they are a part, create a climate that 
can influence teachers detecting and reporting. Yet this group of influences have 
 10 
received scant attention in the literature, perhaps because of the difficulty in 
measuring elements of school environments or climate. First, policies outlining 
professional roles in child protection and describing processes for reporting influence 
teachers’ confidence to report, yet there is little recent research explaining exactly 
how these aspects interact or what features of policy can promote detecting and 
reporting. Studies of teachers’ knowledge, however, reveal that following appropriate 
training (including information about policies and procedures), teachers report gains 
in knowledge that help them feel better equipped to deal with the challenges of 
identifying and reporting abuse and neglect (Allsop & Prossen, 1988; Randolph & 
Gold, 1994). 
     Second, research emphasises the role and attitude of the school principal as 
influential in whether or not a report will be made. When teachers are unfamiliar with 
their role in reporting suspected child abuse and neglect, the attitude of the principal 
of the school is a crucial determinant (Lumsden, 1992). There is little research, 
however, linking features of the school community or geographical location (e.g., 
rural or urban) with tendency to report. 
     Third, there is evidence that the size of the school influences reporting. O’Toole et 
al. (1999) found that smaller schools and lower child-teacher ratios were indicative of 
more reporting. In terms of staffing, however, teachers in schools with larger teaching 
staff overall tended to make more reports. This latter finding might be explained by 
the availability of teaching colleagues who may assist with a report. 
 
 
Teachers making complex judgements and taking action 
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It is evident that a number of critical factors influence teachers’ decisions to notify 
child abuse and neglect. To detect abuse or neglect, teachers must make complex 
judgements about their suspicions. To report it, they must decide to take action by 
informing statutory authorities. This type of decision making, involving judgement 
and action, has been the subject of a number of studies with child protection workers 
– professionals who receive notifications, make risk assessments and order 
investigations about suspected child abuse and neglect (Dalgleish, 2003). 
     In this research, Dalgleish (2003) demonstrated that child protection workers differ 
in terms of the point at which they will decide to take action in response to their 
suspicions. To explain these differences, Dalgleish (1988, 2003) developed a General 
Judgement and Decision Making (GJDM) model which uses the concept of 
differential thresholds for both judgements and actions. A threshold can be visualised 
as a point along a continuum where values above the threshold lead to one particular 
decision and values below the threshold lead to another decision (Dalgleish, 2003). 
Although the concept of thresholds in decision making is not unique to Dalgleish’s 
(1988, 2003) GJDM work (see for example, Connolly, Arkes & Hammond, 2000; 
Hammond, 1996; Hammond, McClelland & Mumpower, 1980), the application of 
thresholds to both judgements and actions make this model conceptually useful to 
understanding teachers detecting and reporting of child abuse and neglect. 
     For example, Dalgleish (1988) found that when he conducted a study on 
judgements and actions made by social workers dealing with cases of child abuse in 
families, although they both judged that a particular situation constituted child abuse, 
they recommended very different actions. One social worker recommended the child 
be removed from the family (action) while the other advised that the child should 
remain with the family (no action). Dalgleish (1988) proposed that these different 
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outcomes occurred because, despite holding the same judgement threshold, the two 
social workers differed in action thresholds. 
     Like social workers, teachers must make child protection decisions, albeit in 
different contexts and for different purposes. Initially, teachers must make complex 
judgements about the existence of potential abuse, that is, they must detect it: they 
must gather and organise information to assess the presence of abuse or neglect to 
develop a suspicion. Dalgleish’s (1988) work reminds us that in doing this, teachers 
will use information about the case, their previous experience with similar cases, and 
their personal values, beliefs and history to determine their judgement threshold. They 
will then judge the severity of the situation. If the severity is above the teachers’ 
threshold, they will judge the situation to involve child abuse or neglect. Teachers 
who judge the situation to involve abuse or neglect have a further decision to make. 
These teachers must decide whether or not to take action by reporting. Here, 
Dalgleish’s (1988) work suggests that in doing so, they will consider the 
consequences of reporting and not reporting in relation to the child, the family, and 
themselves. They will also factor in the quality of their suspicion, and decide if action 
is required --- this is their action threshold. If the potential negative outcomes for the 
child and the quality of their suspicions are below the teachers’ threshold, they will 
decide to take action by reporting, otherwise they will not report. 
     Knowing teachers’ thresholds does not explain their entire judgement and 
decision-making processes and many other theories and models of decision-making 
and risk assessment have conceptual ideas that may extend our understandings of 
teachers’ detecting and reporting child abuse and neglect (see for example Alter, 
1985; Munro, 2002; Warner & Hansen, 1994). But because there is presently no 
existing theoretical framework to explain teachers’ decision-making in cases of child 
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abuse and neglect, the concept of thresholds for judgement and action provides a 
useful guide to inquiry. Investigating the critical influences on these thresholds is a 
practical way to begin to better understand teachers’ decisions. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
Teachers detecting and reporting of child abuse and neglect can be considered a 
critical first step towards addressing the potential lifelong impacts of abuse and the 
prevention of further generations of abusing and neglecting families (Briggs & 
Hawkins, 1997). The many critical factors influencing teachers’ judgements and 
actions in cases of child abuse and neglect constitute a fertile field for research. This 
is particularly so within the new social context created by changes to legal obligations 
for teachers in Queensland. This paper has argued that such research is both necessary 
and timely. Ultimately, through better understanding these factors we may be better 
able to address the issue of child abuse and neglect. Children deserve for teachers to 
make the most informed decisions possible. 
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Endnotes 
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1. Queensland nurses will be the subject of extensions to mandatory reporting 
requirements for health professionals under an amendment to the Health Act 1937 
(Qld). This was recommended in the Crime and Misconduct Commission’s (2004) 
report Protecting Children: An Inquiry into Abuse of Children in Foster Care. 
2. A notification (report) of child abuse or neglect will be labelled “substantiated” 
where “it is concluded after investigation that the child has been, is being or is likely 
to be abuses, neglected or otherwise harmed” (AIHW, 2004, p.3). What is classed as 
“substantiation” varies in different Australian states and territories. 
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